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EVERYTHING IN ITS RIGHT PLACE: EFFECTIVE, STRATEGIC,
DIFFERENTIATED OUTREACH
MEGGAN PRESS AND AMY PAJEWSKI
INTRODUCTION
What do you use when you need to reach out to your
community? Posters? Email? Social Media? All of these can be
effective outreach strategies when used appropriately, but can
you say that you are specifically targeting a particular audience
and platform with these efforts? Effective outreach is built on
the principle that not everyone cares about everything. Libraries
offer unique products and services for students and faculty, and
librarians must learn to develop marketing efforts for reaching
these very diverse populations. When libraries fail to create an
identifiable distinction in services on varying platforms, the
audience stop listening. Simply distributing posters or blasting
social media ignores one of the central tenets of marketing:
differentiation.

choosing “freshmen” we asked participants to further segment
into something like “first-generation freshmen” or
“environmental science students.” While many of our
participants chose student groups—such as those involved in
Greek organizations, undocumented students, and international
students—any specific group of people can work, such as
science faculty. We asked participants to segment even further
by imagining what their audience was thinking, saying, doing,
etc. while engaged in a particular activity. We offered two
examples: Natural Sciences faculty engaged in program-wide
information literacy assessment, and an environmental studies
student who is having trouble understanding an assignment.

Figure 1: Natural Sciences Faculty Empathy Map

Differentiation and targeted marketing starts with
“who.” This workshop began by introducing participants to the
use of personas in the initial outreach process to help identify
target markets. By beginning with personas to help guide the
outreach and marketing process, librarians can consider how to
provide targeted marketing and concrete solutions for users’
needs and wants based on demographic, psychographic,
behavioral, and product-related segmentation. In this
workshop, groups of participants used guided inquiry to define
the real-world struggles their target audience may face and
concluded by using a framework to develop outreach initiatives
and grow partnerships.

EMPATHY MAPS
An empathy map is an abbreviated persona-building
process in which we put ourselves into the mind of someone
else and ask what they are thinking, seeing, saying, doing,
feeling, and hearing. For this workshop, we asked participants
to choose a very specific audience and use a worksheet to
develop an empathy map for that audience. Rather than
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Figure 2: Environmental Studies Student Faculty
Map

Figure 3a: Understanding Chain Overview

Figure 3b: Understanding Chain Overview

UNDERSTANDING CHAIN
Building upon the empathy maps, the second activity
was an understanding chain. It is easy to build an empathy map
or persona and assume that we know what the person or group
needs, jumping right to deciding on outreach or programs to
reach that audience without considering authentic needs and
experience. This is like throwing darts at a blank wall. You’ll
probably hit the wall, but the target is huge and therefore it is
unlikely that your darts will be effective. First we must identify
targets at which to aim. The understanding chain exercise is
intended to shift the participants away from content and back to
the audience defined in the empathy map. The more specific the
audience identified in the empathy map, the more tailored and
effective the understanding chain will be.
Each participant had a stack of sticky notes. Working
alone for the first few minutes, each participant placed
themselves into the head of the group persona and brainstormed
questions or comments that would go through the persona’s
head while engaged in the selected activity. Each sticky note
contained one question or comment. The goal was for each
person within a group to generate at least 5-10 individual sticky
notes. After a few minutes of individual brainstorming, the
group began working to put all the sticky notes together and
generate an “understanding chain.” There are many different
ways the sticky notes could be arranged, but for the purposes of
our workshop, we asked participants to arrange the sticky notes
into a conversation. With the understanding chain complete, a
surprisingly authentic conversation emerged from the sticky
note chaos, allowing participants to analyze the result for
potential outreach points.
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For our example, we used the persona we developed
of an environmental studies student who was having trouble
understanding an assignment. Our understanding chain
included questions and comments like “Just explain to me what
I need to do,” or “Is a book peer-reviewed?” and even, “Why
do I need a book when I can just google?”. At this point, the
conversation was analyzed for pain points based on what
participants noticed about their persona and the conversation.
We asked participants to note if there were particular points that
were well suited to library intervention and what points the
library might not be able to effect. It is unlikely that the library
is able to meet every need of the persona, and noting the
difference can help in the final step of developing an outreach
plan.
The understanding chain can seem to be a challenging
activity at the outset. It requires participants to trust the
workshop coordinator and dive right in. It’s difficult to see the
end result at the beginning, and for this reason participants may
be unsure whether they are “doing it right” and may be hesitant
to engage in authentic brainstorming. We addressed this
potential limitation at the beginning of the activity and found
that participants had little trouble completing the activity.
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THE 7PS
With the persona and understanding chain in place, it
was finally possible to develop an effective outreach plan. The
audience has been established and there are particular outreach
targets at which to aim. The 7Ps is a framework for developing
a plan of action. The 7Ps stand for Purpose, People, Product,
Process, Pitfalls, Prep, and Practical Concerns.

The 7Ps are meant to be a framework to move towards
action. They are not meant to be set in stone, so when working
with the framework consider potential solutions. In our
discussion at the workshop, participants emphasized the
importance of the people involved in the success of the outreach
plan. By identifying stakeholders and involving them in the
process early on, librarians can make significant strides in
developing relationships with those stakeholders. It may not be
possible to have a conversation with a faculty member about a
bad assignment, especially without a previous relationship
between the faculty member and the library. The library can
work towards building that relationship by identifying small,
easy steps towards alleviating some of the pain points a student
may be experiencing with the faculty member’s assignment
while generating credibility with the faculty member. Over
time, that relationship that may be strong enough to consider
collaborating to change the assignment at a later date.

•

Purpose: What is the central issue? Why are we having
this meeting?

•

People: Who needs to be there and what role will they
play?

•

Product: What specific artifact will we produce as a
result of this meeting? How will it support the
purpose?

•

Process: What agenda will we use to produce the
product?

CONCLUSION

•

Pitfalls: What are the risks or potential roadblocks to
the meeting and how will we address them?

•

Prep: What would be useful to know in advance?

•

Practical Concerns: The logistics of the meeting
including where and when.

The goal of this workshop was to lead participants
through a process of identifying and targeting a particular
audience for tailored, differentiated outreach. We adapted
activities from the book Gamestorming: A playbook for
innovators, rulebreakers, and changemakers to a library
context for this workshop. The truth is, not everyone cares
about everything. By flooding the campus with generalized
outreach initiatives, we undermine our value and have difficulty
proving the effectiveness of our efforts. Starting with an
empathy map, expanding conversations through an
understanding chain, and creating a plan of action with the 7Ps
framework will give outreach initiatives strategic direction
from the beginning, resulting in effective, differentiated
outreach.

For our example persona of an environmental studies
student having difficulty understanding an assignment, we
realized that we might not be able to explain the assignment
adequately to the student but the library could help fill in
knowledge gaps on how to find resources needed to complete
the assignment. Here are the 7Ps we developed to develop and
outreach plan:

Figure 4: 7 Ps Example

__________________________________________________
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